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FORTY  YEARS  ON  THE  HEIGHTS' 


The  church  is  one  "she"  that  is  unabashedly  willing 
to  acknowledge  its  years .    It  is  cause3  therefore3  not  for 
embarrassment  but  for  celebration  to  note  that  Riverside 
Church  is  forty  years  old  today.    On  October  4,   1930  the 
congregation  of  the  Park  Avenue  Baptist  Church  moved  to 
this  location  and  held  the  first  service  of  divine  worship  in 
this  sanctuary.    For  that  landmark  occasion  Harry  Emerson 
Fosdick  wrote  what  proved  to  be  one  of  Christendom^  most 
stirring  hymns,    "God  of  Grace  and  God  of  Glory.  " 

Forty  years  isn't  very  long  as  churches  gOo     Com- 
pared to  many  European  and  Asian  churches s  Riverside  is 
but  a  child  in  the  crib  room  or  a  babe  in  arms.    But  its 
youth  notwithstanding^  in  four  decades  Riverside  Church 
has  made  a  major  contribution  to  the  life  of  the  world. 


Drs  Jesse  Lyons  has  dug  up  for  me  the  fact  that 
some  5,876  weddings  have  been  performed  in  Riverside 
Church.    Today  I  want  you  to  reflect  with  me  on  three  of 
the  most  significant  weddings  ever  to  have  happened  here= 

First  in  order  of  occurrence,  and  perhaps  of  im- 
portance, was  the  wedding  performed  by  the  founding  pas- 
tor of  this  church  when  he  Joined  the  mind  and  the  heart  in 
the  service  of  Jesus  Christ.    Dr.  Fosdick  was  by  no  means 
the  first  to  perform  such  a  union  in  the  history  of  the  Chris- 
tian churcho    Enthusiasts  have  always  been  both  resisted 
and  welcomed  in  the  church.    We  need  lots  of  heart  and 
warmtho    But  we  need  lots  of  mind  and  thought  too.    Men 
like  Augustine9  Calvin,  Luther  and  Wesley  strove  to  effect 
a  similar  balance  in  their  time. 

But  in  the  early  1930*  s  the  role  of  the  mind  in  Chris 
tian  experience  had  to  be  affirmed  not  so  much  against  the 
enthusiasts  as  against  a  paralyzing  fundamentalism  that 
threatened  to  reduce  the  gospel  to  a  set  of  arid  propositions 


to  which  ihe  faithful  were  expected  to  subscribe.    In  the  fun- 
damentalist movement  the  mind  was  suspect  and  important 
questions  were  begged0    Questions  about  the  authorship  of 
certain  Biblical  books,  the  relationship  of  science  to  Chris- 
tianity 5  the  meaning  of  inspiration^  and  the  person  of  Jesus 
Christo 

From  the  study  and  pulpit  of  this  church  Harry 
Emerson  Fosdick  liberated  the  mind  for  service  in  Ghrist*s 
cause.    Somewhere  Paul  Tiiiich  has  noted  that  Christians 
are  ever  tempted  to  fill  a  logical  gap  with  devotional  mate- 
rial.   Dr.  Fosdick  stood  four-square  against  this  tendency. 
He  made  us  aware  that  a  passage  of  Scripture  need  not  be 
•;aken  literally  to  be  taken  seriously.    He  helped  us  to  see 
that  while  faith  may  transcend  the  mind  it  does  not  betray 
the  mind.    He  withstood  the  arrows  of  outraged  orthodoxy 
and  cleared  an  access  to  truth  for  many.    In  travels  around 
the  country  one  constantly  comes  upon  people,  lay  and  cleri- 
cal alike 8  who  are  anxious  to  let  it  be  known  that  they  were 
either  salvaged  or  maintained  for  God  by  the  ministry  of 
this  church. 

A  second  critically  important  wedding  performed  at 
Riverside  united  a  ministry  to  man's  spiritual  needs  with  a 
ministry  to  his  human  needs.     From  the  outset  Riverside 
Church  has  sought  to  minister  to  the  whole  man.    It  has 
sought  to  teach  a  man  to  pray -yes,  but  also  to  paint.    To 
sing  the  Doxoiogy-yess  but  also  to  dribble  a  basket  bail. 
To  listen  to  a  sermon-yes,  and  how  to  watch  a  play  as  well. 
To  worship  God-yes,  and  also  how  to  work  in  the  community. 

Permit  me  a  personal  aside  here.    I  was  seven  years 
old  when  this  church  was  opened.    We  Jived  just  four  blocks 
from  this  amazing  edifice.    1  confess  that  we  didn't  pay  it 
too  much  mind.    We  were  Presbyterian  in  background  and 
predestined  in  that  direction!    Besides „  what  does  a  seven 
or  eight  year  old  youngster  care  about  theology  or  churches 
anyway?    So  we  went  to  other  churches  in  quest  of  fulfill- 
ment of  our  "spiritual"  needs. 
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But  some  of  the  happiest  hours  of  my  youth  each  week 
were  spent  here,  learning  to  play  basketball  on  Saturday 
morning  in  the  gymnasium  and  learning  something  about  work- 
ing with  wood0    Most  of  those  who  grow  up  in  apartments  sel- 
dom learn  how  to  use  their  hands 0    When  something  goes 
wrong  they  bang  on  the  pipes  to  get  the  "super., "    But  here 
at  this  church  on  Saturday  mornings  there  were  kind  men 
who  were  willing  to  teach  me  the  use  of  a  saw9  a  drill  and 
a  plane.    Somewhere  in  one  of  our  family  boxes  lies  a  rather 
rugged  looking  model  motor  boat,  badly  out  of  alignment,  that 
we  were  able  to  put  together  because  somebody  at  Riverside 
carede 

My  mother's  membership  was  in  another  church,  but 
it  was  within  the  wails  of  Riverside  that  many  of  her  needs  were 
met,    I  can  recall  those  occasions  when  she  would  arrive 
home,  triumphantly  holding  up  a  piece  of  leather -work,  or 
metal -work  that  she  had  been  a.ble  to  fashion  because  of  the 
Arts  and  Crafts  program  of  the  Riverside  Churchs 

The  concept  of  this  building  as  a  seven  day  a  week 
operation.,  the  vision  of  Harry  Emerson  Fosdick  and  Robert 
James  McCracken,  not  to  mention  an  unending  core  of  dedi- 
cated laymen,  ha,ve  helped  to  make  Riverside  a  testimony  in 
stone  and  program  to  the  fact  that  life  is  indivisible  and  God 
is  Lord  of  all ! 


The  third  wedding?    Well,  as  I  see  it,  the  third  wed- 
ding is  now  in  process .    The  guests  are  being  seated.    The 
organ  is  playing  softly.    The  bride  and  groom  are  almost 
ready.    And  you  are  there !    This  is  the  wedding  that  is  be- 
ing attempted  between  personal  religion  and  responsible  so- 
cial action.    Not  social  service,  mind  you,  for  we  have  long 
been  involved  in  this,  but  social  action, 

God  has  brought  us  to  the  kingdom  at  a  time  when 
people  by  the  millions  have  grievances  they  wish  to  see  re- 
solved.   With  unsettling  frequency  this  church  is  being  over- 
tured  to  abandon  its  abstemious  neutrality  and  take  a  side. 
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We  are  being  pushed  to  declare  where  our  fundamental  loyal- 
ties lie.    With  the  out-group  or  the  in-group?   The  have-nots 
or  the  haves  ?    To  stand  back  and  remain  noncommital  would 
be  to  discredit  faith  and  betray  the  gospel. 

John  F°  Kennedy  once  noted  that  those  who  make 
peaceful  revolution  impossible  make  violent  revolution  in- 
•  citable.    References  to  "earth"  and  "land"  and  "country" 
out  number  by  two -to -one  references  to  heaven  in  the  Bible  „ 

Some  of  the  signs  that  this  wedding  is  beginning  to 
come  off  can  be  found  in  the  existence  of  the  New  Priorities 
Movement  in  our  church:  the  presence  of  a  minister  of  Urban 
Affairs  and  an  Hispano-American  minister  on  the  staff;   the 
rethinking  that  is  going  on  regarding  the  distribution  of  our 
benevolence  funds;   panels  after  church  on  public  issues, 
such  as  the  one  that  is  scheduled  for  today;   intensified  acti- 
vities on  the  part  of  Council  VII,  and  the  presence  in  our 
church  of  a  Biack  Christian  Caucus.    Faith  without  action  is 
unconvincing.     And  action  without  faith  tends  to  be  short- 
lived and  depressing. 

This  is  not  an  easy  wedding  to  bring  off.    The  bride, 
personal  religion,  and  her  family  have  some  doubts  about 
the  groom.-.     He's  a  bit  rough  and  brash  and  demanding,    And 
the  groom  and  his  family  are  not  all  together  sure  that  the 
bride  is  worth  bothering  about.    She  seems  to  lack  sophisti- 
cation and  at  times  appears  woefully  out  of  date. 

But  what  if  under  God  this  is  the  business  of  our 
church  now,   just  as  the  resolution  of  the  fundamentalist  con- 
troversy was  the  business  of  the  church  in  the  30's;  and  the 
joining  of  a  ministry  to  human  and  spiritual  need  has  been 
Riverside's  business  from  the  outset? 


"Forty  Years  on  the  Heights.  "    In  one  way  or  another 
we  are  all  beneficiaries  of  these  four  decades.    To  be  faith- 
ful to  our  past  requires  that  we  live  responsibly  in  our  pre- 
sent.    And  it  all  turns,  does  it  not,  on  the  level  of  each  mem- 
ber's commitment  to  Jesus  Christ. 
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I  can  think  of  nothing  finer  that  we  might  do  as  we 
partake  of  the  elements  today  than  to  ponder  not  oniy  of  our 
heritage  as  members  of  this  church,  but,  more  important- 
ly, of  our  inheritance  as  those  who  have  been  redeemed  by 
Jesus  Christ,  and  to  ask  about  the  quality  of  our  own  re- 
sponse to  God. 

There  is  a  classic  and  timeless  expression  of  Chris 
tian  commitment  found  in  the  words  of  the  old  Methodist 
Covenant: 

"I  am  no  longer  my  own  but  Thine,     Put  me  to  what 
Thou  wilt,  rank  me  with  whom  Thou  wilt;   put  me  to  doing, 
put  me  to  suffering;  let  me  be  employed  for  Thee  or  laid 
aside  for  Thee;   exalted  for  Thee  or  brought  low  for  Thee; 
let  me  be  full,  let  me  be  empty;  let  me  have  all  things;  let 
me  have  nothing;  I  freely  and  heartily  yield  all  things  to 
Thy  pleasure  and  disposal."  _1     Amen. 


FOOTNOTE: 

1.     Ward,  Marcus,    "Uncomfortable  Words," 

The  Expository  Times,  p.  203,  Vol.  LXXXI,  No.  7, 
April  1970,  T  &  T  Clark,  Edinburgh 
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